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Yalobusha Review

Colin Rafferty

Gould in Alabama
1. This is Glenn Gould getting off the plane in Birmingham. 26 years old,
he is all angles and elbows, astonishing in his transition from boy to man.
This is the door of the airplane swinging open, the purser guiding the
to the door. This is Gould stepping out onto the stairs. His scarf
blows in the wind, or doesn’t. The sun shines on him, or doesn’t.
This is Gould, the Canadian pianist, in Alabama in April. He has come
from Toronto, where three days ago he played
Walter Susskind and the
Toronto Symphony in a performance of Beethoven’s Concerto #3.
This is Gould in Alabama. He wears a sweater, a scarf, an overcoat, and
a pair of gloves as he gets off the plane. Lily May Caldwell, the music editor
for the Birmingham News, sees this and makes a note of it.
In just under five years, he will give up concerts to focus on recording
and composition.
In just over thirteen, he will be dead.
2. Playing in Birmingham, April 18, 1959:
Bessemer Drive-In Theatre: Tonight, “Fastest Gun Alive,” Glenn Ford-Jeannie Crain. Also “Daughter of Dr. Jekyll.” Phone HA 8-4731 or HA 58267. One mile from Bess, on Old Tusc. Highway.
Auto Movies No. 1: Tonight, “Stopover Tokyo,”
e--Color.
Also “Blonde Sinner,” Dianne Diora. Complete Show as Late as 10:00. On
Bessemer Super Highway
Free Dance Every Saturday Night Featuring the MUZIKATZ Orchestra.
Ensley V.F.W. Post 3407. 723-25 19th St., Ensley. Coat Required. No
Outside Beverages.
Auditorium Tonight 8:30 P.M. Birmingham Music
Presents
GLENN GOULD. Not simply a pianist, a phenomenon. Admission:
$3.50, $2.50, $2.00, $1.25. Tickets on sale at Music
Box Office. E.
E. Forbes and Sons Piano Co., 1914 4th Ave., N. Phone AL 2-7548. Box
office at Forbes closes at 5:30 p.m. Auditorium Box Office opens at 7 p.m.
Starlite Drive-In. Last Times Tonight--First Show 7:00 P.M. Brigitte
Bardot, “The Girl in the Bikini.” --Not Recommended For Children3. In the Caldwell papers at the University of Alabama at Birmingham, there
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is a photo of the Birmingham Music Club, the people who brought Gould to
town. They stare, unimpressed at the camera. They take themselves very
seriously, it seems, and by extension,
take their music very seriously.
Not a single one appears to be under fifty years of age, which means
Gould will
outlive any of them.
The Birmingham Music Club might be amateur musicians, or they might
be simply aficionados of music. But
are first the audience. They will
take Gould’s music from him, remove it from his control, notice every wrong
note, tut at every slipped chord, rob him of any chance of perfection.

4. Soon to come for Gould: the shoulder
The too-eager
technician at Steinway in New York with what Gould called “unduly strong
handshakes and other demonstrative physical acts.” The lawsuit, straining the
patience of all parties involved, pushing Gould into deeper and deeper states
of melancholy.
And then, five years later, the retirement. Seeds sown in New York
finally blooming in Los Angeles at the last concert. No one retires from the
stage in classical piano until they are carried off,
Gould buries his own
body so that he might write music instead of playing it.
Walking away, he feels his shoulders. Perfect, despite having played
Hindemith’s #3 to close. The last concert’s
is recorded by Gould’s
biographer. The listing for the Birmingham concert is listed as “not known.”
5. Gould speaking from the stage, Municipal Auditorium, Birmingham, April
18, 1959: “When I planned the program, I didn’t
the size of the hall,
and programmed too much 18th century music.”
He switches from Beethoven’s Sonata, Opus 10, to Opus 110 to help the
balance. Also helping the balance: Alben Berg’s one movement sonata and
Mozart’s Sonata in C Major.
The rest of the concert: Five Bach Sinfonias, Bach’s Partita #1, two
Brahms Intermezzi, and William Byrd’s “Pavian and Galliarde.”
He will do everything wrong, everything
the Birmingham Music
Club might find distasteful. He will hunch over the keyboard. He will sit on
a stool of his own that is too low. He will drop his wrists below the keys.
He will cross his legs. He will hum
with the music, singing loudly
enough that Lily May Caldwell will hear him in her first row seat.
His fingers will become as
as his hair. His hands will press keys
for answers. His feet will harmonize with his own humming. He will throw
his head back in ecstasy as he plays his life out through his fingers, through
the world behind his closed, rapturous eyes.
It is a wonder he lives as long as he does.
6. Lily May Caldwell, review of Gould’s concert, Birmingham News, April
19, 1959: But somehow, there was an accent on Bach, and too much
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sameness in the program.
more variety.”

is a real musician. But I wish he’d given us

7. This is Gould before the concert. A night’s sleep on an unfamiliar bed,
something he has grown used to
still has never grown used
pulls at
him. In the hotel room all day; telegrams to various people. A spell on the
phone. A ghost drives him over to the auditorium. In the dressing room, he
rehearses on the piano they give him, which has never been satisfactory. He
looks at the auditorium; makes the changes to the program.
Back in the dressing room, he turns the radio up--WCRT, WEZB,
WSGN, as long as it’s on the air--and plays, though he cannot hear the music
at all. He plays by feel, by touch. His mother sat him at the piano at Lake
Simcoe and put a fat finger on middle C.
has led to this, to Alabama, 1959. Middle C is every note. His
fingers, invisible forces. He moves through the music, playing every note
without naming it. When he finishes, he closes the keyboard lid, turns off
the radio, and moves to the sink. He begins to fill it with
water.
Soaking his arms, he thinks of Lake Simcoe, of the hotel room. He
thinks of Canada and the North. Anything
the music. Anything
the
performance.

8. The day of the concert.
Panel one: Dagwood: How about a game of checkers? Blondie: I'm
sorry, dear, but I have all these socks to mend.
Panel two: Alexander: I’m sorry, Pop, but we’re too busy with our
homework.
Panel three: Dagwood looks quizzically at the family dog.
Panel four: Daisy (the dog) sits on a stool looking across the table at
Dagwood. The checkers are on the table. Dagwood: How do you know you
can’t play ifyou don’t try?
If you were involved in any way with classical music, and passed through
Birmingham in the mid-twentieth century, you most likely met Lily May
Caldwell and signed an 8x10 glossy for her. In archives, four folders worth
of autographs sit, from any number of luminaries and even more footnotes of
musical history.
Three
Horowitz, each at a different stage in his career. Ezio
Pinza. Claudio Arrau. Fritz Reiner. The entire 1936 Vienna Boys Choir.
Non-musicians, too:
Stafford, the fan dancer Sally Rand, Judith
Anderson, Douglas Fairbanks. Robert Ripley, ending the line
his
trademark squiggle and “believe it...or not!”
If you
Caldwell, you probably liked her, too. Most photographs are
signed to my favorite person in Birmingham,” or “thank you so much for
making my visit wonderful,” or, in the case of a baritone with the
Metropolitan Opera, “next time, let’s make it later.”
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Page turn after archival white-gloved page turn, a career comes to life.
Gould is absent. Didn’t give her enough variety. Didn’t get it quite
right. He might have vanished after the show, been unavailable. He played
two days later in Knoxville, Tennessee. The program for that
is
unknown, too. Believe it or not.

10. Proofreading.
Gould endlessly tinkering with his recordings. The beauty of magnetic
tape, the impermanence of the permanent thing. A note from one day
dropped in the middle of another. A phrase from last week living in the
present.
Magnetic tape reminds him of pools of oil in the parking lot, the
shimmery refraction of light and color. It holds everything. The tape holds
everything but can be convinced to let go of it. The tape is Gould’s truth,
his to craft over the session, a one-hour
played out over months and
months.
note played in a concert hall: irretrievable, lost to the audience. A
note in the studio: something to hold, to find the right place for. Mistakes
are anachronistic
you can manipulate time and sound.
Changing recordings has existed since the days of piano rolls, when
piansts could cut the
holes to extend notes, to add the smallest
touch of the artificial to their performance. But the opportunity to add and
subtract on the level of a single note does not exist until the end of the
1950s,
magnetic tape reaches the public sector.
the tape pools at
’s feet, showing him the possibilities of what can be held onto and let
go.
Gould quits playing in search of perfection. Purists hate him for all the
distractions at concerts: the squeaky stool, the singing, the overcoat, the
personality. But Gould will play to the music in his hands and in his mind,
in the hall. After 1964, all he has to do is match his mind to the tape.
Caldwell doesn’t have Gould’s signature. A reluctance to put a name on
something not perfect. In Birmingham, a statue of Vulcan, god of the forge,
watches over the town. Gould fabricates wood and steel and tape into
sound. Forever getting it right. The best maker.

11. Proofreading.
Lily May Caldwell, Birmingham News, April 18, 1959. Reports
Gould is 24 years old. He is 26.
Lily May Caldwell, Birmingham News, April 19, 1959. “A gawky lad in
a baggy dress
Gould walked onstage as if he were making his way across
a freshly plowed field, sprawled on a too-low chair with his albows well below
oard level, crossed his legs, and poured out his soul in music.”
Not big errors. Correctable in the studio. The meaning still gets across.
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12. Gould in Birmingham: too many unknown factors. The uncontrollable.
No studio to fix anything in any more. Lily May Caldwell died and no one
knows when. I can’t find anyone who saw the concert; given the age of the
Birmingham Music Club, there might
be anyone anymore. I’ve done the
subtraction wrong on Gould’s age. I’m tired of
in the gaps
speculation, with ideas of what Gould might have done on his two
in
Alabama. I should have taken one of those Horowitz autographs, sold it,
bought a new stereo.
I wish I had magnetic tape to fill in the right notes. I
that’s what
Gould would do. More speculation. I can’t even get close to this. The
troubles of history. I’m as foreign here as Gould must have been.
All of this: trying to play the partita
the gigue.
then. I’m retiring from the stage to focus on composition.
Starting over. Rerecording. You won’t see me again.

13. This is Glenn Gould getting off the plane in Birmingham. 27 years old,
he is all angles and elbows, astonishing in his transition from boy to man.
This is -the door of the airplane swinging open, the purser guiding thestairway to the door. This is Gould stepping-out onto the stairs. His scarf
blows in-the wind, or doesn’t. The sun shines on-him, or doesn’t.
This is Gould, the Canadian pianist, in Alabama in April. He has come
from Toronto, where three days ago he played
Walter Susskind and the
Toronto Symphony in a performance of Beethoven’s
#3.
This is Gould in Alabama. He wears a sweater, a scarf, an overcoat, and
a pair of gloves as he gets off the plane. Lily May Caldwell, the music editor
for the Birmingham News, sees this and makes a note of it. writes about this
in the next day’s edition.
In just under five years, he will give up concerts to focus on recording
and composition.
In just over thirteen- twenty- hree, he will be dead.
14. Playing in Birmingham, April 18, 1959:
“House on Haunted Hill,” starring Vincent Price. First Film With The
Amazing New Wonder Emergo. The Thrills Fly Right Into The Audience!
Emergo: basically, at the point in the movie when the ghosts are flying
at the camera, a ghost mannequin on wires flies
over the audience,
glowing and cackling and screaming. 3-D without the glasses.
The trouble with it is that kids who had seen the movie once knew when
the ghost was coming out, and would
it with everything imaginable-candy, cups, coins, rocks.
The trouble
live performance is the audience.

15. In the
papers at the University of Alabama at Birmingham,
amidst the photos of sopranos and baritones touring with the Metropolitan
Opera, the minor movie stars, the famous pianists and violinists, and the
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photos of Caldwell’s dog Toni, there’s a promotional photo of two ice
skaters, name unknown. Despite the fact that they’re in the middle of
skating, they are all smiles, looking directly into the camera.
quickly, they spray ice shavings over what looks like a tiny charcoal grill,
flames leaping up from the
The implication is that the duo skates
so precisely
they can
a fire with
the blades of their skates.
The camera is the
audience they have. The criteria for success are
few: do they put
the fire? Do
look at the audience the whole time?
Do the smiles ever leave their faces? All of these questions answerable with a
yes or a no.
Gould in Alabama: the unanswerable questions. The indefinite ones.
What he played isn’t a mystery; how he played it is.
Lily May Caldwell helps. “He played with emotional
but
the strictest technical discipline.”
The critic attempts to put
words the temporal thing; to snare the
ephemeral like a bird in a trap.
the space between yes and no with
all the
words. Filling in the gaps in the performance.
16. Gould, these days, tries to stop time. He finds himself overwhelmed
with change. He moves
of his parents’ home at 32 Southwood Drive,
and after a few abortive attempts at living in a few hotel rooms and houses,
settles into a six-room penthouse on St. Clair Avenue in Toronto. Because
people recognize him everywhere he goes, a friend of his buys the necessary
appliances for the apartment.
’s father is out walking the family dog, Banquo, one night
the dog, responding to another dog’s barks, runs out in the street.
car hits
him and he dies instantly. Gould, who will leave a large amount of his estate
to the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals upon his death,
is distraught over his childhood friend’s death.
Not long after this, the obsession with recording, with capturing singular
things on magnetic tape, begins to overwhelm Gould.
He retires from the stage five years later to
pinning things down.
17. The day of the concert.
Panel one: Miss Fitch: It was Angelina all right) Mr. Clamp! This time I
got a good look at her! Mr. Clamp: You take this door, Miss Fitch! I'll run
around to the other entrance of the department store...and well have her
trapped!
Panel two: Angelina runs up a down escalator while a bystander looks
on from a sale table. Scarves are selling for $3.99.

18. Less than a year before the concert in Alabama, Gould records Berg’s
Sonata for Piano. He has been playing it all his professional career. A 1951
recording exists from Toronto’s Eaton Auditorium featuring the young
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Gould; a nineteen-year old Gould plays it in concert for the first time the
next year. But the 1958 version is the last time Gould takes it into the
studio, though he appears to have
it right up until his retirement from
the stage.
The sonata is Berg’s first published
his Opus 1. Gould refers to it
as “in effect a graduate thesis” for Berg’s apprenticeship under Arnold
Schoenberg. The notes and chords of the piece float along, starting in the
key of B minor, until they reach their cadences.
If Gould’s time on the stage was his apprenticeship for his time in the
studio, then Berg’s sonata makes perfect sense--one student playing another
student’s work. Gould played it enough times to have considered and
reconsidered it over and over, but he never returned to the studio to rerecord
it. The 1958 version was definite for him, his perfection captured and
refined on tape.
Contrast this to
’s Goldberg Variations, the original recording of
which drove Gould to fame in 1955, and the last record he released while
alive, a slowed down, more
version
he insisted matched Bach’s
original intention much more closely than his older recording. The newer
version is best described as polarizing.
Bach wrote it, he was the
Polish Royal and Saxon electoral court composer, not a student.
Unlike the Variations, the Berg sonata stands as Gould
satisfied
with a recording. Putting down his hammer. Rarity of rarities.
19. Lily May Caldwell, review of Gould’s concert, Birmingham News. April
19, 1959: “The Berg Sonata in one movement, which has been a hit parader
since he recorded it on Columbia last month, was played
intellectual
understanding and temperamental affinity to the piece
was both
introspective and expressive.”
20. Proofreading.
Lily May Caldwell, Birmingham News. April 19, 1959. Reports that
Gould recorded the Berg Sonata “last month;” Actually, Gould recorded it in
July of 1958.
Even more remarkable, though: a recording of Berg being a “hit
parader.” The idea of people lining up in Alabama or elsewhere for Berg
seems impossible.
Caldwell wasn’t a bad writer, prone to errors; just an artist working in a
temporary medium. Newspaper, forgettable as middle names, vanishes
quickly. No need to redo it to get it right, since the next day’s edition
supersedes and obliterates
day’s mistakes. Very little rereading by the
audience.
Gould must make the
perfect for himself because they’re all
anyone will ever know of the music. Any error on a record becomes part of
the listener's experience, and expectation for the next time they hear that
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piece. The pressure he places on himself must be astounding.
If he has rebelled against the "non-take-two-ness” of the concert
then
will he fare when the chance presents itself for infinite takes? How
does he define the definite?
That night in Alabama: trying to know if the Berg Sonata is finished.
21. Proofreading.
How can Lily May Caldwell ask for more variety when Gould plays the
range from Byrd to
with Bach, Mozart, Brahms, and Beethoven in
between? When, next month in Berlin, Gould will play
Bach and
Schoenberg?
22. Proofreading.
Maybe
such a strange thing that Berg is on the hit parade, or
Berg or Gould is in Alabama, 1959. Classical pianists are on television variety
shows. Van Cliburn hits celebrity the year before when he wins the
Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow, earning himself a ticker-tape parade in
New York City. Gould himself appears on two episodes of the Canadian
Broadcasting Company’s show On the Record playing Bach.
May
Caldwell writes classical music reviews for a metropolitan newspaper,
to
movie ads and comic strips.
1959: the high-low gap nearly closed. Filled in.
pianist and a
newspaper reporter can occupy the same space. Berg and Gould on a stage
in Alabama.

23. This is Gould in Alabama: appreciated
demanded. Eccentric
admired. Distracting but engrossing. Disciplined
rapturous.
Introspective
expressive. Controlled
sprawling. Intellectual but
emotive.
What can the studio offer Gould
the audience in Birmingham
cannot?
Time. The rapture of perfection.
24. Playing in
April 18, 1959:
A Creature To Freeze Your Blood! A Story To Chill Your Soul! Richard
) Boone in “I Bury the Living.” Plus color
......cartoon and 2-reel
comedy. Now Lyric. Prices today: Adults 65$ Children 15$
Not quite so dramatic. His retreat from the stage unannounced, Gould
simply stopped performing, though his manager kept mentioning possible
concerts to various people. He argued in print with various critics over his
decision for years, sticking to his conviction that recording, not performance
should dominate the music world.
Gould in 1974: If we’re going to get waylaid by the numbers game, I'll
have to plump for a zero-to-one relationship as between audience and artist.

......
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The audience, all those warm bodies in the seats of the various halls and
auditoriums, every single one of them, buried, still living, by Gould.
Blood-freezing and soul-chilling for building managers and the
Birmingham Music Club. Color cartoon and 2-reel comedy for Gould.
Adults 65$ Children 15$
25. The day of the concert.
Single panel: an older couple at a baseball game watches players
conferring on the pitcher’s mound. Woman: Well, it seems to me that if they
can't say what they have to say in front of everyone, they shouldn’t say it at all!”

26. Lily May Caldwell. Speaking everything into the impermanence of
newsprint, most of it
forgotten. A dozen or so folders of photos to
embracing
around
that She Met. The Evening With. The
everything by. The Time
erwhile
Performance By. Andthat
so on.
LPs don’t come with 8x10s or someone to sign them. The music critic
is the defender of the performance. The autograph collector is the defender
of the one-to-one audience-artist relationship. Caldwell is both, and so must
oppose Gould
him.
This is Gould in Alabama: hypochondriac,
Northerner in
the South. He resists and withdraws.
27. Winding down, then. Caldwell’s review doesn’t specifically mention any
sort of order to what Gould played
night in Alabama,
the
composers and works. Perhaps he finished with the Bach sinfonias and the
partita; it would most likely have been what his audience would have known
best of his works.
But Caldwell implies
Gould concluded the program with the Berg
Sonata in one movement. The apprentice taking the first steps on his own,
away from influences and controlling agents, reveling in his final days with
the work of his fellow apprentice, the interplay of the elements of the theme
winding
each other in floating notes.
The order inherent in the meandering. The
Gould sees in
Alabama, anywhere.
Finish. Applause. Polite acknowledgment. Bow. Walk off stage.
No encore.
28. (sound of record needle lifting off vinyl)
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